Discriminating between primary school students with high and low self-esteem using personal and classroom variables Abstract Abstract From an initial sample of 747 primary school students, the top 16 percent (n =116) with high self-esteem (HSE) and the bottom 15 percent (n = I1 I) with low self-esteem (LSE) were selected. These two groups were then compared on personal and classroom variables. Significant differences were found for all personal (self-talk, selfconcepts) and classroom (teacher feedback, praise, teacher-student relationship, and classroom environment) variables. Students with HSE scored more highly on all variables. Discriminant Function Analysis (DFA) was then used to determine which variables discriminated between these two groups of students. Learner self-concept, positive and negative self-talk, classroom environment, and effort feedback were the best discriminators of students with high and low self-esteem. Implications for educational psychologists and teachers are discussed.
affective/feeling orientation that focuses on how an individual feels about him or herself as a person" (Burnett, 1994, p. 165 ). This definition is in line with a description of global self-esteem as overall feelings of self-worth (Lawrence, 1996) . Additionally, Burnett (1994) noted that self-esteem and general self-concept were synonymous terms. with both relating to confidence in oneself as a person.
Self-esteem and the classroom
A number of important classroom variables have been found to be associated with students' self-esteem. Teacher feedback and praise" as well as students' relationships with their teachers. are important aspects of primary classrooms. Teacher feedback has been implicated in maintaining feelings of positive self-worth among children with learning difficulties (Bear & Minke, 1996) . Furthermore, positive teacher feedback builds self-esteem (Mruk, 1999) and significantly affects students' feelings of self-worth (Bear, Minke, Griffin, & Deemer, 1998) . The use of praise by teachers is not only important in enhancing self-esteem but is also important for building close studentteacher relationships (Brophy, 1981) . Burnett and Demnar (1996) found that closeness to significant others (teachers, parents, and peers) was positively related to self-esteem More recently, Carlock (1999) also pointed out that relationships, interactions. social environments, and sociocultural factors influence self-esteem. Furthermore, it has been suggested that positive teacher comments may encourage better self-perceptions (Branden, 1993) , which supports findings of a positive relationship between significant others (parents and teachers), positive verbal statements, and students' self-talk (Burnett, 1996a (Burnett, , 1998 . Self-esteem and students Global self-esteem has been associated with students' self-perceptions including their self-talk and academic self-concepts. Burnett (1996a) defined self-talk as "what people say to themselves, with particular emphasis on the words used to express thoughts and beliefs about oneself and the world to oneself" (Burnett, 1996a, p. 57) . Studies have emphasised the importance of self-talk in boosting children's self-esteem (Hales & Schnuer, 1995; Sands, 1991) . Positive and negative self-talk are significantly correlated (r =0.39 and -0.36, respectively) with self-esteem (Burnett, 1995) .
Self-concept has been defined as having a "cognitive/thought orientation that encompasses both descriptive and evaluative/comparative beliefs about one's characteristics" (Burnett, 1994, p. 165) . Franken (1994) pointed out that self-concepts and self-esteem are related constructs in that individuals with high self-esteem are more likely to have a clearly differentiated self-concept. Students with low self-esteem have "fewer and less distinct positive aspects of their self-image" (Spencer, Iosephs, & Steele, 1993 , p. 23, cited in Dodgson & Wood, 1998 . Their self-concepts, moreover, are less certain and lack selfclarity (Setterlund & Niedenthal, 1993) . Burnett (1994) also reported significant correlations between seven facets of self-concept and global selfesteem.
High versus low self-esteem
People characterised as having high and low self-esteem are often differentiated on the basis of their personality, behaviours, academic and social competence, and overall level of personal and psychological functioning. Low self-esteem has been associated with passive dependency, low social skills, and academic incompetence (Lorr & Wunderlich, 1986) ; low selfconfidence, and reduced competitive drive (Campbell, Fairey, & Fehr, 1986) ; and vagueness, conservatism, and uncertainty (Baumeister, 1999) . High selfesteem, in comparison, has been associated with integration, achievement, status, lightheartedness, independence, dominance, ambitiousness, outspokenness, and assertiveness (Campbell, 1990) . Britt, Doherty, and Schlenker (1997) pointed out that people with HSE are self-assertive, whereas people with LSE are self-protective in relation to interpersonal styles. Baumeister (1993) also suggested that both self-esteem groups have different self-presentational styles. People with HSE employ selfenhancing styles [e.g., take risks, engage in attention-seeking, focus on outstanding qualities), whereas people with LSE employ self-protective strategies (e.g., avoid drawing attention to self and to one's bad qualities). Furthermore, teachers, counsellors, and school administrators have believed that students with HSE are dependable and responsible and have good social skills (Scott, Murray, Mertens, & Dustin, 1996) .
Aim of this study
The importance of self-esteem has been discussed and differences between people with high and low self-esteem highlighted. This study will compare high and low self-esteem groups of primary school students on personal and classroom variables. It is hypothesised that students with high self-esteem will score more highly on all variables measured. This research has not previously been conducted with primary students, and personal and classroom variables have not been studied simultaneously .in earlier studies. By considering personal and classroom variables together, this study provides an opportunity to explore how the variables relate independently and dependently to selfesteem. A further aim of this study is to determine the set of variables that best discriminates between students with high and low self-esteem.
Method Participants
A sample of 747 students in Years 3 to 6 at six rural elementary schools in New South Wales initially participated in the study. The schools were predominantly lower middle-class schools with only a small percentage of children from non-European origin backgrounds. There were 396 (53%) boys and 351 (47%) girls, with a mean age of 9.9 years and a standard deviation of 1.2 years. The age range was from 7 to 12 years. The age breakdown, by years, was 7 (n ::: 2), 8 [n ::: 110), 9 (n ::: 174), 10 (n ::: 199), 11 (n::: 186), and 12 (n ::: 76). The grade level breakdown, by Year, was 3 (n ::: 178), 4 [n :::: 162), 5 (n :: 198), and 6 (n =209). Students with high self-esteem (top 16%, N =116) and low self-esteem (bottom 15%, N = 111) were selected from this initial sample by using a "one standard deviation above and below the mean" criterion for scores on a 7-item measure of Global Self-Esteem. The demographic information for each of the self-esteem groups appears in Table 1 .
Instrumentation
Self-Esteem. Seven items from the Burnett Self-Scale , 1996b Burden, 1999) were used to measure self-esteem by asking students whether they like themselves and feel good, pleased; happy, proud, confident, and satisfied with themselves. The alpha reliability coefficient for this scale is 0.89. Teacher Feedback Scale (TFS). This 42-iterri scale was developed on the basis of the Significant Others Statements Inventory (5051) developed by Burnett (1996a) . This study adopted a similar format. However, the teacher scale was modified to include general feedback items encompassing positive, negative, ability, and effort teacher statements. Alpha reliability coefficients were found for general positive feedback (alpha = 0.85), general negative .feedback (alpha =0.77), general effort feedback (alpha = 0.78), and general ability feedback (alpha = 0.79) items.
My Classroom Scale (MCS). Items measuring satisfaction with the classroom environment (5 items) and students' relationships with their teachers (5 items) were devised using the same graded sentence format reported by Burnett (1994 Burnett ( , 1996b . The alpha reliability coefficients were 0.82 for classroom environment and 0.85 for the teacher-student relationship items.
Self-Talk Inventory (STI). Burnett (1996a) described the development process for the STI that resulted in the emergence of two general scales: a positive self-talk scale (alpha = 0.89) and a negative self-talk scale (alpha = 0.86). Using the process adopted by Burnett (1996a) , sixteen items were written to measure general self-talk using a nominal response format (Often, Sometimes, or Never). The general positive and negative self-talk scales both had a reliability coefficient of 0.85.
Academic-Related Self-Concepts. Sixteen items from the Burnett Sel£Scale (Burnett, 1994 (Burnett, , 1996b (Burnett, , 1999 were used to measure reading,: mathematics, school, and learning self-concepts. Burnett (1994 Burnett ( , 1999 reported high reliability coefficients for the total Reading Self-Concept Scale (alpha = 0.87), total Mathematics Self-Concept Scale (alpha = 0.84), total School Self-Concept Scale (alpha = 0.81)' and total Learning Self-Concept Scale (alpha = 0.82). Preference for Teacher Praise. Ten items from the Preference for Teacher Praise Scale (PTP) were designed to measure students' frequency of teacher praise (5 items) and students' preferences for loud, private, public, or quiet praise (Bumett. 2001). Reliability coefficients have been reported for the praise frequency items (alpha = 0.71) and the preferences for praise items (alpha =0.78).
Examples of the test items used can be found in Table 2 . All scales are available on the Web and can be accessed by contacting the senior author.
Procedures
An experienced research assistant administered the Teacher Feedback Scale, The Burnett Self-Scale, Self-Talk Inventory, My Classroom Scale, and Attitudes toward Teacher Praise Inventory in class time to classes of 25-30. All scales are self-report, self-explanatory instruments. Students who experienced any difficulties reading an item or the instructions were given assistance by having the item or words read to them.
Data analysis
Analyses of the differences between the two self-esteem groups (high and low) were conducted using Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA)and Discriminant Function Analysis, in order to determine which variables discriminated between the two groups. Two methods were used to interpret significant discriminant functions: (a) standardised coefficients and (b) discriminant function-variable correlations. Standardised coefficients provide information on the relative importance of the variable, whereas the discriminant function-variable correlations assess the relationship between a variable and the function score. Significant discriminators are those variables with higher scores on both indices.
Results
Multivariate analysis of variance was computed to compare students who had high and low self-esteem using the 8 classroom variables and the 6 personal variables. A significant multivariate difference was found between these two groups of students (Wilks' Lamda =.44; F =18.96; df =14; 212, p < .000). Significant univariate differences were found for all of the classroom and personal variables. Table 3 describes the results for the two groups together with the effect sizes. Effect sizes between .2 and .5 are considered to represent small to moderate differences (Cohen, 1988) . Largest differences were noted for learner self-concept (0.38), classroom environment (0.35), relationship with teacher (0.29), school self-concept (0.28), and positive self-talk (0.26).
Given that differences were found between the two groups on all 14 dependent variables, a discriminant function analysis was carried out to determine those variables that parsimoniously discriminated between students with high and low self-esteem. In the total group (n = 227), one significant discriminant function (canonical correlation =.75; ?2 = 177; d! = 14; p < .001) was detected for the variables appearing in Table 4 . Only five variables reached univariate significance in this analysis, suggesting that those five variables were the best set of variables to distinguish between the two groups.
It can be seen from Table 4 that both personal variables (Learner SelfConcept, Positive Self-Talk, and Negative Self-Talk) and classroom environmental variables (Effort Feedback and Perceptions of Classroom Environment) were significant discriminators between students with high and low self-esteem.
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to compare students with high and low selfesteem on the basis of personal (self-talk and self-concepts) and classroom (teacher feedback, praise, perceptions of classroom environment, relationship with teacher) variables and to determine the set of variables that best discriminated between these two groups of students. The results indicated that there were significant differences between students with high and low self-esteem on all the personal and classroom variables measured.
The results of this study indicated that students with high self-esteem perceived that they received more positive teacher feedback and less negative teacher feedback in comparison to students with low self-esteem. Yet the effect sizes indicated that, although significant, these differences were small, . being 0.17 and 0.04 respectively. This finding was predicted given that the level of self-esteem has been linked to differences in students' perceptions of self-referent and evaluative feedback in previous research (Jones, 1973 , cited in Rudich & Vallacher, 1999 Woo & Frank, 2000) . These differential perceptions regarding teacher feedback, however, are cause for some concern. Given that students with LSE are more accepting of negative feedback (Wells & Marwell, 1976 , cited in Mruk, 1999 Woo & Frank, zqOO) , this difference is likely to perpetuate teachers' behaviours and attitudes towards these students.
Of further interest was the finding that students with LSE reported using more negative self-talk and less positive self-talk than students with HSE. This finding is consistent with research by Burnett (1995, 1998) , that showed significant correlations between positive self-talk and negative self-talk and self-esteem.
In this study, students with HSE were found to have higher academic selfconcepts (maths, reading, learning, and school) when compared to students with LSE. This result may be explained by the finding of a positive relationship between self-esteem and academic performance (Khalid, 1990) , self-confidence and success at work (Lawrence, 1996) , and research suggesting that people with LSE have fewer expectations for success (Baumeister, 1993) .
Of importance was the finding that students with HSE reported receiving more teacher praise and also reported more positive relationships with their teachers compared to students with LSK These findings are consistent with research that reported positive relationships between praise and self-esteem (Brophy, 1981) and between student-teacher relationships and self-esteem i (Brophy, 1981; Burnett & Demnar, 1996) . Previous research showed that students with LSE need more external praise compared to students with HSE (Yamamoto, 1972 , cited in Mruk, 1999 . In this study, however, students with LSE perceived that they received less praise from their teachers.
The results of the discriminant function analysis indicated that personal (learner self-concept and self-talk) and classroom variables (classroom environment and effort feedback) were important discriminators between students with high and low self-esteem. Learner self-concept was found to be the most important discriminator between students with high and low selfesteem, followed in descending order by positive self-talk, negative self-talk, perceptions of classroom environment, and effort feedback. It appears that self-talk in general was a more important discriminator than student-teacher relationships and teacher praise.
Although students with HSE perceived that they received more ability and effort feedback than students with LSE, effort feedback was influential in distinguishing between these two groups of students, whereas ability feedback did not reach significance. Additionally, both positive and negative self-talk were important discriminators between these two groups of students, which highlights the important influence of internal mediators on level of self-esteem (Burnett, 1998; Hales & Schnuer, 1995; Sands, 1991) .
Implications for educational psychologists and teachers
The findings of this study suggest that positive student-teacher relationships, teacher praise, and teacher feedback are important contributors to differences in students' self-esteem. Given that students with LSE reported receiving more negative teacher feedback, less positive feedback, and less praise than students with HSE, these findings suggest that teachers may need to monitor their behaviour and become aware of their responses when responding to students with different needs and abilities.
Teachers' relationships with students with LSE may also be strengthened if teachers provided more effort feedback, which was one of the classroom discriminators between these two groups of students. Self-talk (positive and negative) was also found to be an important variable in discriminating between students with high and low self-esteem. Self-talk enhancement programs delivered by teachers in schools may be one strategy that could be used to enhance self-esteem. Future research could investigate the impact of such programs.
The largest difference, and the most important discriminator of the two groups, was learner self-concept. Teachers need to be aware of the importance of developing confidence in their students as learners. Learner confidence can be achieved by noting individually and to groups that learning new things is fun and enjoyable and by attributing success and achievement to being good at learning and using positive learning strategies. Further research is needed to assess the impact of learner self-concept on students' behaviours and perceptions of themselves.
